
1 Corinthians 14
Chapter Analysis

“Let the women keep silence”
14:34-35

“Let the women by silent”
14:34-35

Gordon Fee (1 Corinthians)
• These verses stand out in obvious contradiction of 11:2-16, where it is assumed 

without reproof that women pray and prophesy in the assembly, not to mention that 
such is also assumed in the repeated “all” of vv. 23-24 and v. 31 and the “each one” of 
v. 26.

• This passage was taken as part of a long series of instructions on “order” in the 
churches. After some “rules” for tongues and prophecy, Paul laid down a further rule 
about women because they, too, were apparently out of order. The most commonly 
held view is that which sees the problem as some form of disruptive speech. Support 
is found in v. 35, that if the women wish to learn anything, they should ask their 
husbands at home. Verse 35 implies the asking of questions for the sake of learning.

• If Paul intended for them to be completely silent, then why does he allow them to pray 
and prophesy in 11:5 and 13.

“They are not permitted to speak.”
What kind of speaking is intended here? The only internal suggestion is that of v. 35, 
that they should ask questions at home if they wish to learn.

(End of Fee)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1 and 2 Corinthians: Stanley Horton (p. 143-144).
• The disorder of women interrupting and asking questions in an improper manner, thus 

contributing to confusion. Most women were uneducated in that day. Paul did expect 
women to pray and prophesy in public as the Spirit gave them a ministry (11:5). The 
Bible makes no differentiation between men and women with regard to spiritual 
manifestations. God used women as prophets in both Old and New Testament times 
(Miriam, Exod. 15:20; Deborah, Judg. 4:4; Huldah, 2 Kings 22:14; four daughters of 
Philip the evangelist, Acts 21:9).

(End of Horton)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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The Applied New Testament Commentary
The verse cannot mean that women must remain completely silent all the time, because 
in this same letter Paul has written that women should cover their heads when they pray 
and prophesy publicly in church (1 Cor. 11:5). Thus, according to Paulʼs own statement, 
it must be all right for women to pray and prophesy out loud in church; otherwise, Paul 
would never have said they needed to cover their heads.

So what does Paul mean when he says that women must remain silent in the churches? 
He means that women must not cause a disturbance during church meetings. They are 
not allowed to speak, says Paul; that is, they are not allowed to chatter. In Paulʼs time, 
the women sat in one part of the church and the men in another. Thus the women would 
often gossip and laugh among themselves and not pay any attention to what was being 
said in the meeting.

Therefore, Paul is teaching here that women must not speak in a thoughtless or 
disorderly way in the church. They must remain in submission.

If a woman has a question she wants to ask, she must not suddenly jump in the middle 
of the meeting to ask it; that would be disgraceful. It would create a disturbance. Rather, 
let her wait and ask her husband the question at a more suitable time. In Paulʼs time, 
most women were uneducated. They couldnʼt understand everything that was being 
said in the church service. Therefore, it was the duty of their husbands to teach them. 
The wives should not remain ignorant of spiritual matters.

(End of Applied Commentary)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Christ in the Bible (A.B. Simpson)
• Finally, Paul deals with the place of women in the work and worship of the Church. 

What right has a woman to minister in the Church of Christ, and how far is she 
restricted by the apostleʼs guarded regulation?

A) Let it be remembered that in previous passages (11:5) he has already recognized 
womanʼs right to prophesy and pray in public, simply requiring her to do it modestly 
and with simplicity, which was then recognized as her subordinate place as a 
woman. If, then, he recognized the womanʼs right of ministry certainly it would be 
inconsistent to suppose he withdraws it.

B) Women did exercise many vocations of Christian ministry in the apostolic Church 
without question. We read of those women that “labored with him in the gospel” (see 
Philippians 4:3), and we know that Phoebe was a deaconess in the church at 
Cenchrea (Romans 16:1).

C) Prophesying, which was recognized in First Corinthians 11:5 as a womanʼs legitimate 
ministry, included speaking unto men “for their strengthening, encouragement and 
comfort” (1 Corinthians 14:3). Therefore, a womanʼs right to speak to men as well as 
to women for their instruction, quickening and comfort is clearly recognized.
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D) What then are the restrictions? Well, it is very certain that she is to so exercise her 
ministry as not to transcend the limits of modesty and womanly propriety. The wearing 
of the covering upon her head was the recognition of this in that day, and it simply 
means today that she is to act with such reserve that she will never unsex herself or try 
to take the place of a man.
" The apostle distinctly recognizes not her inferiority to man, but her subordination 
" to man. She is manʼs equal in ability and honor, but she is subordinate to his 
" authority. Just as two judges who sit on the same bench are equal in ability and 
" dignity, but one is the head of the court and the other is a member of it. “The 
" head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man” (11:3). The head 
" of Christ is God, and yet Christ is equal to God. Every modest and sensible 
" woman will clearly recognize the scriptural principle and save herself the loss of 
" power that always comes from getting out of place.

(End of Simpson)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Full Life Study Bible
This verse may be interpreted by v. 35 in the sense of forbidding women to interrupt the 
service by asking questions that could be asked at home. In 11:5 Paul assumes that 
women pray and prophesy in public assemblies (the “everyone of 14:23-24, 31).

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Craig Keener: “Paul, Women and Wives”
1 Corinthians 14:34-35: Paul was addressing relatively uneducated women who were 
disrupting the service with irrelevant questions. The immediate remedy for the situation 
was for them to stop asking such questions; the long-term solution was to educate 
them.

At first view, 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 would appear more restrictive toward women than 
nearly any church is today. Paulʼs language, if taken to mean all that it can mean, 
forbids all speaking in church and does not explicitly limit this to public exposition of 
Scripture. It appears that even a womanʼs leaning over to whisper a question to her 
husband is considered out of order. This goes even beyond the position required by 
most of todayʼs strictest interpreters of the passage, but if we are going to take the text 
to mean all that it can without regard to its specific situation, this is how we must read it. 
Is this passage as restrictive as it appears, or does the situation implied in the text 
narrow down the restriction it actually addresses.

Certain helpful points for answering that question can be noted simply from the context. 
Paul is carrying on the preceding argument concerning “order” in the use of spiritual 
gifts in the church service, and he inserts here a brief digression related to order: the 
women must stop disrupting the service. This digression naturally suggests that women 
were disrupting the service.
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If we ignore the situation and simply read the passage for all it could mean, it could also 
imply that Paul wants wives to learn only from their husbands at home, rather than 
being allowed to learn anything in the church services (“if they want to learn anything, 
let them ask their own husbands at home,” 14:35).

If Paul did not want the women to learn in church, then when he suggests that “all” may 
“learn” from the prophecies (14:31; v. 6), he means by “all” only the men, without 
bothering to point this out.

The way women are trying to learn, rather than the learning itself, is problematic.

It is unlikely that he is restricting womenʼs participation in spiritual gifts at all, given the 
fact that he permits the activity in 11:4-5. What is clear from the context is just that 
restricting oneʼs own speech is sometimes necessary to preserve congregational order. 
But once we have decided that the women are causing disturbances by their lack of 
appropriate silence, we still must ask what kind of disruptive speech Paul had in view 
when he dictated this passage.

No one takes this passage today to mean all that it could. Paulʼs earlier permission to 
women to pray and prophesy publicly in church allows no way around it (11:5). Those 
who insist that this passage prohibits women from teaching must appeal to more than 
his general injunction to silence here; they must show that Paul had teaching 
specifically in mind. Unfortunately for their position, nothing in the context or situation 
indicates that the women were teaching.

Abuse of Gifts of the Spirit?
Some writers have argued that Paul is disturbed by how some women were using 
certain spiritual gifts. His call for silence could thus be a prohibition of womenʼs 
participation in prophecy or tongues or both. This suggestion has the merit of dealing 
with the context of the whole chapter, which does deal with abuses of gifts of the Spirit. 
The main weakness of this argument, however, is that Paul permits women to pray and 
prophesy publicly in chapter 11, and in this context appropriate public prayer would 
include praying in tongues if it is accompanied by an interpretation. The context of 
spiritual gifts in chapter 14 does not require us to suppose that Paulʼs words to women 
address their use of such gifts; the specific context of church order is sufficient reason 
for Paul to digress.

Donʼt Teach?
One view that has NO support in the context is that Paulʼs requirement that 
women be silent just means that they are not allowed to teach. Since no 
contextual evidence favors this position, there is little more to say about it.
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Asking Questions in Church
Universal silence cannot be what Paul means since he allowed women in Corinth to 
pray and to prophesy. He does have a general principle in mind, and this has to do with 
church order: people should not disrupt worship services anywhere. But this does not 
mean that all women should always be silent in all churches. Paul tells these Corinthian 
women to be silent in church because he does not want them to interrupt the Scripture 
exposition with irrelevant questions anymore.

The only kind of speaking specifically addressed in 14:34-35 is that the wife should ask 
her husband questions at home, rather than continuing what she is doing. What she is 
doing, then, presumably, is speaking up, asking questions to learn what was going on 
during the prophecies or the Scripture exposition in church. If it is the prophecies that 
she is interrupting, her purpose is not to judge the prophecies (as some have 
suggested), but to “learn” (14:35). The problem with this suggestion is that it fails to 
explain the alternative: she can get the same information from her husband at home. 
Will her husband necessarily be as prophetically endowed as the prophets at church, 
and will she necessarily be unendowed (11:4-5). What is almost certainly in view is that 
the women are interrupting the Scripture exposition with questions. 

Why Were the Women Questioning?
The women are asking questions to probe what the speaker is saying during the church 
service. Why would the women in the congregation have been more likely to have 
asked irrelevant questions than the men? Because, in general, they were less likely to 
be educated than men. We have good reason to believe that women were usually 
considerably less trained in the Scriptures than their husbands, and hence more prone 
to err or to ask irrelevant questions. What then do Paulʼs directives mean in such a 
context? His instruction that they stop asking such questions would solve the immediate 
problem.

When Paul suggests that husbands should teach their wives at home, his point is not to 
belittle womenʼs ability to learn. To the contrary, Paul is advocating the most progressive 
view of his day; despite the possibility that she is less educated then himself, the 
husband should recognize his wifeʼs intellectual capability and therefore make himself 
responsible for her education, so they can discuss intellectual issues together.

There is no indication that Paul regards women as more inherently incomplete than men 
are--indeed, earlier passages in his letter would suggest that he certainly believes 
otherwise (1 Cor. 7:32-35; 11:11). A woman can and should learn, and her husband 
should take an active interest in her development as a mature person. Paul proposes 
teaching oneʼs wife at home as a long range solution to the lack of biblical education 
that characterized the inappropriate questioning.

(End of Keener)
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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